The Blacksmiths of the Digital Age, or, the Economics of Serials

Abstract:

This column discusses the effects of real or perceived funding reductions on serials resources. The focus is on bibliographic instruction and cataloging aspects of “fee” versus “free” resources.

As we all know, times are tough. Economic considerations have always been an important aspect of library management, but recently, drastic solutions have been considered in many libraries. Some of these solutions have included abandoning serials checkin entirely1 and ending long-standing contracts for electronic journal packages.2
One of the major economics-related trends is increased reliance on free electronic journals and indexes versus those requiring a paid subscription. The Balance Point contributors in this issue of Serials Review consider the implications of “fee versus free” from various perspectives.
Brenda Salem examines diverse methods of journal indexing which involve utilizing either paid indexers or “free” volunteers. She looks at the issue of “fee versus free” from the viewpoint of a cataloger, considering the value of controlled vocabulary and the potential for using new conceptual cataloging models to assist in collocating similar journal content.
Margarete Bower looks at the issues surrounding the use of fee-based and free resources in an academic scientific environment. Her comments, particularly those concerning the critical need for bibliographic instruction aimed at both students and faculty, have relevance beyond the sci-tech field.

Michael Ford reflects on the nature of libraries and librarians in a rapidly changing electronic environment—will librarians become the blacksmiths of the digital age?
The contributions presented in this column are based on the authors’ discussion group presentations at the Western Pennsylvania/ West Virginia Chapter ACRL Fall Meeting program held October 1, 2010 at Fairmont State University in Fairmont, West Virginia.
Brenda Salem

Serials have always been an important and valuable source of information in libraries, but now that many serials have been digitized, a library patron has faster access to an wider array of information, which can be found beyond the holdings of any one library and is provided by both vendors and free, open-access services. More than ever, there is a need to organize this rapidly-increasing amount of information. Unfortunately, the ability to meet this challenge has been significantly weakened with the reduction of library budgets, not to speak of cataloging budgets. Over the years, due to these reduced budgets and the perceived lack of value to library services, the number of staff and faculty in cataloging departments has been reduced3,4 even though the rate of library acquisitions has stayed about the same.5 Developments in the areas of cataloging, along with current indexing services, could improve how users search for information in serials, as long as libraries have the resources to continue the work of bringing these developments to fruition.

In the past, to search for information within serials, which have historically been outside the scope of the library catalog6, one had to rely on indexes or compilations of article abstracts. With many serials now in electronic form, there are many more options for searching, including search within the text of articles. But simple keyword searching is not enough, as pointed out by Gross and Taylor.7 To get reliable and accurate article results, careful and detailed subject analysis is needed. Currently, this is being done to both print and online journals in a variety of ways, such as indexing, abstracts, and reviews. Some of these endeavors rely on the support of institutions and volunteers in order to operate. In the best of cases, a database such as the vendor-provided Academic OneFile or Academic Search Premier have browseable subject headings that can be surprisingly specific for databases that cover a wide range of subject areas. Then, there are the smaller subscription-based index and abstract databases that focus on a particular subject area like the Hispanic-American Periodicals Index (HAPI)8 or MathSciNet9 which often have their own controlled vocabulary or classification system, but rely on the work of volunteers for subject analysis. These volunteers are often experts in the field that is the scope of the index. Finally, there are open-access databases that are often collaborative projects between different institutions, such as the Latin Americanist Research Resources Project (LARRP)10, that rely on financial support from the participating institutions and grants. While these databases don’t always include the full article text and are often categorized under broad subject areas or author-supplied keywords, they are still quite valuable and are a result of careful selection by experts in the field of scope. Continued funding is critical in order to not lose what is often the only means of organization and subject analysis for the articles in many of the journals found in libraries. Making internal and external support for these services an institutional priority will ensure that they will continue to provide a means for searching for information found within serials.

The problem with searching across the many different databases is that unlike bibliographic records for each item in a library catalog, which are given subject treatment with a single controlled vocabulary, each database is given a different level of subject analysis, if any at all. Depending on the database, it might be difficult to search for articles on a very specific topic. While articles in electronic databases can be searched for using subject headings or keywords, the fact remains that a user must search in several different places and know exactly where to search. The user also has to know what subject headings to use in each database. If the search is too specific, he may not find what he is looking for.. Another problem, particularly with foreign open access databases, is that subject headings may not be in English. This makes searching for articles on a particular topic across different databases rather difficult. Federated search has not been very successful in retrieving all possible results, or even the best results, due to the loss of functionality found in many native database interfaces.11 Is there another way to organize this information? Is there a way to search for information across the many journal databases and indexing services that is almost as uncomplicated as Google but brings back reliable results? And more importantly, how can we accomplish this in a time of tight cataloging budgets and uneven efforts to assign subject headings?

One potential way to make information from serials easier to find is using the FRBR (Functional Requirements for Bibliographical Records) model. FRBR is an information model that is based on entities, their attributes, and their relationships to each other. The main components of FRBR are the Work, Expression, Manifestation, and Item entities. This way of looking at information promises to change how library information can be organized, searched for, and presented in a way that cannot be done with our current cataloging standards. FRBR can be applied to both attributes for serials and attributes for articles as outlined in the “journal model” of bibliographic control12 so both an entire run of a serial and an individual article within a serial can be considered Works, or individual conceptual intellectual endeavors. For example, a library user could search for the entire run of a serial, a specific issue of a serial, or an individual article in an issue of the serial. With a FRBR-based search, one could get a particular book as a result, along with any related works, such as the original article that the book was based on13. The information model could cut down on the work required to catalog a serial because a new record would not be necessary whenever a title or frequency change occurred. Plus, a user would be able to see these changes displayed in a single place.14 The Library of Congress, the National Library of Medicine, and the National Agricultural Library have begun efforts to implement RDA (Resource Description and Access), a FRBR-based set of cataloging rules.15 While FRBR and RDA could be a way to make information search better, there is much work to be done before implementation can be fully realized. With the potential costs of training, system conversion, and human input, however, the move to adopt this information model does not seem to have come at a good time, especially with the already-ongoing reduction of cataloging staff at many institutions. Will the conversion to FRBR and RDA make the work of a cataloger more difficult and time-consuming? The recently-released report on the RDA implementation decision by the three national libraries specifically address the “business case” for adopting RDA.16 The report states in no uncertain terms that adopting RDA would not result in immediate cost savings and in fact, would require significant costs, but in the long run, would provide cost benefits. It’s important to make library administrators understand the importance of the work that is currently being done and that will be needed to benefit library users. Showing how it can improve the organization and search for information within serials, particularly electronic serials, is especially important now that many serials are found online. Without the proper funding, catalogers will not be able to carry out the necessary work required to improve information access and bring value to the library.

Margarete Bower
“Well, I can just Google it.” That was the reaction of the student when the chemical substance he was looking for didn’t appear in the appropriate table in the handbook he was using. Any librarian assisting patrons with reference questions knows that  not only isn’t that response  unique, but it’s almost the norm. Another student came in apologizing for asking for help locating some particular information; he’d tried searching the internet and just couldn’t find what he needed. Had he tried searching one of our chemical information databases yet? Well, no, not yet. We checked in SciFinder and found an answer. It’s another familiar situation. It’s also not uncommon to get little response when asking undergraduate biology and chemistry classes at the beginning of an instruction session what databases they have used already. PubMed may be the most frequent answer, and most usually acknowledge using Wikipedia. From experience it’s clear that many students are not as familiar with the resources available to them, both fee-based and free, as they could be. They could benefit from some guidance in using both the free ones as well as the “fee” ones.
Use of free internet resources is where many of our patrons start and finish their research, and it’s not just the students. Several faculty have told me they mostly use PubMed and Google Scholar and then may go to BIOSIS Previews. Of course, for their biological research, PubMed is an appropriate source, and there are other well-established free resources that are integral to the work of many scientists, for example arXiv, INSPIRE (HEP-SPIRES), and the SAO/NASA Astrophysics Data System (ADS) for the high-energy physics, astronomy, and related communities. The e-print model of arXiv has been so successful that it has expanded well beyond its initial focus on high-energy physics to include, among other things, computer science, quantitative biology, and quantitative finance.

The ease of use and ready availability of free resources that are growing in content and search capabilities (for example, chemical structure searching in PubChem and ChemSpider) are attracting many users, not just those who consider going through the library’s web page to access a database an unacceptable inconvenience or who aren’t affiliated with a subscribing institution. The success of these free resources has given rise to pessimistic predictions for the future of traditional indexing and abstracting databases.17, 18 On the other hand, a 2007 survey conducted by Martin Akel & Associates, and sponsored by Elsevier, concluded that paid search tools were 325 percent more productive than free web searches as rated by corporate/industrial researchers.19 Since free web search was defined as the use of broad search engines such as Google and Yahoo!, however, it most likely did not capture direct use of specialized free websites like the National Center for Biotechnology Information (NCBI) databases, the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) website, or PubChem which might be expected to be quite productive for their users.

While fee-based resources are not immune from errors, as was pointed out at a recent presentation at the SLA Annual Conference, questions are more often raised about some of the free resources, which may not be curated and so are likely more susceptible to errors. Jascó has also described difficulties with the metadata in Google Scholar and its effect on citation searching.20 arXiv’s most recent business planning update mentions that its author metadata is not consistent enough to run a systematic study on institutional deposits compared to institutional downloads.21 Some resources, such as ChemSpider 22 which is a curated site, are also counting on crowdsourcing techniques to add to and clean up the data they acquire. For those resources that rely on keyword searching without indexing terms, how successful can crowdsourced tagging be in filling that role? SciFinder has recently added tagging ability, and it will be interesting to see how and whether our patrons will make use of it.

Another significant question regarding free resources is how long they can remain free. As they grow bigger and add more capabilities, can the host continue to maintain them alone, or as arXiv recently did23, will they need to ask for cost sharing support? Can they be maintained through crowdsourcing or wiki techniques? Will they need to accept advertising, sell to a commercial source, or just fade away?

However, since our patrons are using the free resources we need to be helping them use them to best advantage and understand the differences between the fee and free sources so they can choose the right tool for the job. When patrons say they searched Google Scholar, how many mean they took advantage of the advanced search features? When faculty ask for h-index calculations for tenure review they should know something about the uncertainty associated with those calculations, just as they would for a measurement in the laboratory. A student doing a keyword search across the full text of articles needs to understand that not every match is necessarily relevant to her question, and one who’s been told by an instructor not to use Internet sources for a paper needs to realize that doesn’t mean they can’t search Web of Science. There are certain competencies that all students should have and could be covered early in their academic career. Others are more particular to their majors and might best be handled by building from course to course as they advance. In any case, there appear to be many needs and opportunities to reach out to our patrons to enhance their understanding of both the fee and free resources.

Michael Ford

Hockey is a time-honored sport, rich with history and tradition. But in this day and age, with changes in demographics, economics, and fan expectations, a few changes may be in order. Ice rinks are expensive to build and maintain. It would be much cheaper to play on a hard surface that didn’t require as much maintenance. Likewise, hockey equipment is expensive. Youth participation would be facilitated if instead of skates, shoulder pads, helmets, and shin guards, all that was needed would be gym shorts and athletic shoes. A common complaint among non-hockey fans is that the puck moves too fast and is too difficult to see. So perhaps instead of using a stick to shoot a small, black, cylindrical object into a net at ground level, a large, round, orange ball might be thrown through an elevated basket.

All of the enumerated are legitimate complaints about hockey, and each solution is reasonable. Except that it’s no longer hockey, it’s basketball. And basketball is its own time-honored sport, rich with history and tradition. But it’s not hockey.

In our haste to “re-invent” libraries, are we re-inventing ourselves right out of existence? For centuries, blacksmiths were at the heart of every town, forging tools, armor, blades, and horseshoes. Transportation was dependent upon horses, and good shoeing was an absolute necessity. In modern society, we still transport goods and people. In fact, transportation needs have increased exponentially since medieval times. People didn’t stop needing transportation. But where are the blacksmiths? From a sociological or anthropological perspective, is there a direct lineage to the auto mechanics and tire salesmen of today? Or did blacksmithing cease to exist as a viable profession and entirely new vocations rise to take its place?

Information needs are not going away. They are increasing. Will librarians continue to be the ones who serve that need? Or will we be replaced, or morph into something unrecognizable as librarianship?

Viability does not necessarily equate entirely with popularity. Rather than throw out the baby with the bathwater in our haste to rebrand and reinvent ourselves, maybe we should carve out our niche, and concentrate on being the best libraries we can be. If for no reason other than the fact that we will always be the poor second cousin to those we seem to be aspiring to emulate. We are never going to out-google Google. We are never going to out-amazon Amazon. We are never going to out-starbucks Starbucks. But there is one thing we do better, and that is to be libraries. I may not go so far as to say never, but I would certainly argue that at least for the foreseeable future, Google, Amazon, and Starbucks are not going to out-library the library.

As our profession attempts to adjust and adapt to shifting expectations, I’m not confident in the game plan. Indeed, I’m not certain that a plan exists. With respect to social media, the question most often asked seems to be if we can, not if we should. Twitter, Facebook, foursquare, and the like are all hugely popular means of communicating, but do they help libraries? To borrow a page from the Underpants Gnomes of South Park fame, too often the library game plan takes the form of phase one: New technology, phase two: ???, phase three: Profit! It’s not a question of what is right or wrong. It’s not a question of old fashioned tradition vs. new fangled innovation. It’s a question of appropriateness. Do you want to consult with your doctor via Facebook? If your house is on fire, do you want the fire department to respond with a tweet? The reference interview was always the hallmark of public services librarianship. It was taught that our skills there are what made us professionals. Is there an app for that?

As academic librarians, is our primary concern:


1. Giving patrons what they want?
2. Giving patrons what they need?
One need not understand the workings of the internal combustion engine in order to successfully drive a car. Likewise, one need not be a highway engineer in order to travel the nation’s roadways. But somebody had better known how to design, build, and repair cars, roads, bridges, and tunnels, or else society will grind to a halt.

So now the question becomes does scholarly research equate with highway/automotive engineering?

Perhaps it does. Selecting appropriate databases, constructing efficient searches, and identifying relevant resources are all integral components of the research process. The technology to completely automate the search process may suffice for most people in most instances, but it will never replace the human element, the scientist scouring new literature, adjusting search techniques, and using his or her own intellect to determine what is most relevant and appropriate.

Perhaps it does not. It could be argued that research begins with relevant literature already in hand, and the process of gathering that literature is merely a clerical task, not an intellectual one. The technology to completely automate the search process is already here or will be soon.

I often hear the statement “people don’t care where their information is coming from.” My immediate response is “they should.” At least with respect to academics. If a patron doesn’t understand the difference between a book, a journal, a database, a dissertation, and a technical report, the solution is to teach the patron those differences, not gloss them over and automate the process so they “don’t have to deal with it.”
What is wrong with being the best library we can be? Incorporating the relevant elements of modern technology where appropriate, but remaining true to our core values, and not sell ourselves up river in a hasty attempt to drive up our usage statistics. I’d rather have ten patrons make use of our resources to enrich their research than have a hundred come in for a cup of coffee. Not that the two are mutually exclusive, mind you, but I’d rather sell the research and have the coffee as an add on, rather than vice versa.

Let someone who want to win a bar bet use Google to his hearts’ content. But let those who want to design a bridge come to the library.
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